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Teachers as Writers
Thank you, teachers! To commemorate MRA's golden anniversary, we asked
you to send us memoirs about your first days of teaching. As we hoped, retired
and practicing teachers from more than a 50-year span responded. We arranged
their stories in chronological order so that readers might compare contexts
and consider what changes and what remains constant in our profession. From
humorous to sublime, here are their stories as only they can tell them.

The First Day That Never Happened
The year was 1947, and at 23 years of age I was back in my hometown, Marine City, Michigan, to teach physical education (K-12) in the school system from which I had graduated in 1942. I didn't come to town alone. I
brought a husband who still had a year to finish his BS in special education at Eastern Michigan University,
and a 4-month-old son, who would be cared for by his great-grandmother while I was teaching.
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i

Orientation was held the day prior to the first reporting day for students. Schedules and keys were distributed. My assignment was high school girls' P.E. and health in the morning, and two grade schools in the
afternoon. There was only one gym in the high school; the boys and girls alternated days to use the gym.
My schedule for mornings was 8 th , 9th, 10th grade gym class on Monday, Wednesday, and every other Friday.
Tuesday, Thursday, and every other Friday were devoted to health, which was held in a regular classroom
After the formal orientation, I inspected the classroom and the gym for supplies and equipment. I then went
home to fine tune my lesson plans for the first semester and detail the plans for the first 6 weeks. I met
my students the following day and outlined what we would be covering for the semester. The class size was
between 25 and 30-nice for the gym, but large for the 16-foot by 24-foot classroom. By the end of the student
orientation day, I was experiencing some severe abdominal pain. I visited my old family doctor, and he determined that an appendectomy was the next order of business. I spent the next 5 days in the hospital.
My husband didn't have to report for classes at Eastern for another 2 weeks. The paychecks wouldn't be
coming in unless I worked. My husband talked with the principal and said he would be able to substitute for
me at the secondary level and proposed that the girls be assigned to the classroom until I was able to return to
school. The principal decided that the scheme would work and hired him. During my own 2-week recuperation
period, my husband used all the classroom material I had prepared for the entire semester, but we did have a ·
paycheck.
Helen M. Walton
East Tawas, MI

When Schools Were Different
My first day of teaching arrived in 1963 when schools were very different from 2005. At the age of 22, I moved
from my Chicago suburban home to a small farming town of 1,500 persons in the Valley of the Jolly Green
Giant (Gaylord, MN). The town was about three blocks by four blocks, and I lived one to three blocks from
everywhere I needed to go. I was not able to have a car until I taught a few months because I earned $3,100
for 10 months.
There were about 70 students and three and half classrooms and teachers in the school. On the first day, nine
children in each of the fourth and fifth grades greeted me. I was to have all of them plus eight third graders
the next year. They were accompanied by parents who were very supportive of the teachers, including this
novice. Throughout September they came bearing gifts of fruits and vegetables from their gardens. At lunch
the boys discussed best silos for which silage. At harvest time the fifth-grade boys worked on the farm and
also did their school work each day.
The classroom was spacious with more than enough room for student desks, my desk, and a round table
ideal for small group instruction-a whole grade could fit around it. The equipment in the school was a hand
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cranked ditto machine, a reel-to-reel tape recorder, and a 16 mm film projector. In my classroom, there was a
bookshelf to the ceiling filled with The World Book, dictionaries, and classic books printed long before 1963.
Learning expectations were more relaxed but more productive. The children did not cover as much material
each year, allowing time to review and reinforce objectives leading to mastery. Textbooks with copyrights
going back into the 50's and the shortage of equipment required more creative teaching related to the expectations. I even had to write my own tests, thus children were tested on what they were taught. Discipline was
not the problem it has become. Children were less stressed by the educational environment. Both parents
supported the teacher, and the moms worked at home, providing less stress and more support in the home
environment. I did not need to be concerned about NCLB. I had children with learning problems, but I wanted
to ensure that all the children were successful, so I made modifications as needed, not even knowing about
learning disabilities or teaching mildly mentally impaired children.
Shirley Danz
Saginaw, MI

My Very First Day of Teaching
It was August 1964. I was 22 and had just graduated from college without a teaching degree. The superintendent had assured me that I would be able to do my student teaching on the job and would be able to get my
teaching certificate. I was brave enough to believe him. Positions were so plentiful and teachers so hard to
find that I was allowed to begin teaching without student teaching.
And so I began my teaching career in the very same school I attended K-12.
So many things were unknown to me, from a daily schedule to core curriculum. The teacher across the hall
acted (unofficially) as my supervising teacher. She really took me under her wing. She even gave me her
lesson plan book so I could see how a day was structured, when things were introduced, and what subjects
needed to be taught.
I came to the building several weeks early to get the books I would need, and to see the room where I would
begin. It was a building of 22 rooms, all on one level and just around the corner from where I lived. The
district was a very small suburban district. No children were bused, and they all walked to their neighborhood
building.
On the very first day, I went outside to see where my children were lining up, as was the custom at that
school. The line seemed quite long to me. Everyone followed me in, down the hallway and to Room 10. There
were not enough desks for all the children who came in with me. (There were 30 desks). We found enough
places for everyone, one way or another. I was hoping that adjustments would be made and I would not be
keeping the 40 students who had come into my room. I remember passing out pencils, collecting registration
papers, and wondering how I could ever deal with 40 children.
Nancy Fairchild
Flint, MI

What I Know for Sure
Looking back, September 1964 sounds like so very, very long ago. At the experienced, fresh-faced age of 22, I
was ready to tackle the world of junior high education! Yet, now that I have recently retired, it seems not so
long ago.
A recent graduate of MSU with a major in social studies and a minor in English, I was hired in a rural district, in suburban Monroe, Michigan, to teach seventh grade English and a class in reading. No curriculum
and stacks of seventh-grade literature and grammar books greeted me that first week. The SRA Reading Lab
kit was there to "teach" the art of reading. Yeah, right!
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Oh, wow! This was not going to be easy! Teaching "reading" would be prescriptive and "not a lot of work." I
think administrators in the '50s and the '60s believed that anyone could teach reading. What I know for sure is
that reading teachers need special training and instruction so that they can help their students learn.
My second year of teaching began in a very small suburban district near Detroit. Again, I faced junior high
school students, but this time I faced eighth graders who were dying to learn history and English. I was less
nervous the first days of school that year. I was na"ive enough to believe that all 8 th graders can read and want
to learn. Less able readers and discipline problems did not seem connected. In the '60s, schools of education
did not make that connection for prospective teachers. Needless to say, I learned on the job.

What I know for sure is that teaching is an ART. Also, what I know for sure is that schools of education are
now preparing prospective teachers with better teaching skills and learning strategies.
Dr. Harriet Sawyer
Livonia Public Schools (retired)!

Working Within the Institution
It was the first Monday after Labor Day 1970. That day I was realizing a dream: I was a full-time student in
the developmental and remedial reading master's program at the Pennsylvania Graduate School of Education
and a half-time language arts teacher at a Philadelphia inner city elementary school. I briskly walked seven
blocks to Market Street to meet my principal, receive my teaching assignment, enter my classroom, and begin
teaching my very own students.
My university department chair and the school district language arts coordinator joined us. I waited patiently
for my assignment while they discussed the partnership*. I was anxious to meet my students. As my principal
rose to leave, she said that my teaching would greatly enhance my students' reading achievement and support
my co-teacher's efforts.
"My co-teacher!" I thought. You mean that I don't have my own students ... that I have to share my students
... that I do not have my own classroom? Who is going to be in charge? I do not need another student teaching
assignment, and I certainly do not plan to be a teacher's assistant! I don't remember hearing anything about a
co-teacher! My butterflies of excitement were quickly transforming into moths of distress!
At the classroom, my co-teacher stepped into the hall with a quizzical frown. I was introduced to her as "language arts co-teacher from the University of Pennsylvania who would be teaching with her daily until May."
My co-teacher looked askance at me, formed a wary smile, and a darted an unfriendly eye. She reluctantly
shook my extended hand and led me into the classroom where I was introduced to our 40 fourth graders.
Yes, you guessed it: she learned about me only minutes after I had learned about her.
Later that day, we acknowledged that this was not what we had expected, but we committed ourselves to
making the situation work. In so doing, we focused on our students' needs, utilized the resources offered, and
endeavored to learn with and from each other. The road was not easy. At times, the going was rough, but the
achievement benefits were great for our students and their co-teachers.
Dr. Pauline Bigby
Ypslianti, MI

* This was a unique town-gown partnership between the Philadelphia Public Schools and the Penn Graduate
School of Education, whereby the school district hired Penn graduate students who qualified for Pennsylvania
teacher certification to be half-time language arts teachers in inner-city schools, to be compensated by the
university. The school served as a research laboratory for the university; the university served as a source of
personnel and expertise for the school system.

WINTER

2006 - VoL. 38, No. 2

35

TEACHERS AS WRITERS

Separate ... but Equal?
Being from the suburban Detroit area, my most memorable moment was not really the first day of teaching
but actually applying for my first position. I had moved to a small town in Alabama in the fall of 1968 while
my husband was in flight school. When I inquired from the locals about where to apply for a teaching position,
they told me the superintendent's office was at the high school. Dutifully, I drove there the following morning.
I entered the school and asked for directions to the office. Imagine my surprise when they told me it was
across town. It seemed there were two high schools in this tiny town. I couldn't believe it!
On the drive across town I began to formulate a theory and found it was accurate as I entered the second
school. It was only the beginning of integration, and they still had schools separated by race. George Wallace
was the governor. I discovered quickly after being hired that the three children in my third-grade class from
the black school had not had a separate-but-equal education.
Cheryl Wurster
Engadine, MI

Rescued
When the telephone rang, I knew it was another substitute teacher assignment from Detroit Public Schools. I
was 22 years old. The ink hadn't dried on my diplomas yet. I couldn't get a teaching job because there weren't
any to be had. The year was 1971 and the job market was tight.
I accepted the assignment. When I walked into the school office and announced myself to the secretary, I was
immediately ushered into the principal's office and handed a class list. I was told the state of Michigan had
released funds to large urban school districts to reduce class size. I was being offered a job as a "class reduction teacher." A feeling of elation filled my soul. My very own class! I couldn't wait to meet my "darlings" and
begin the job of educating them.
Four years of college did not prepare me for the 37 sullen faces that stared me down that particular Friday
in late September. This was the third reorganization they had endured in less than a month's time. Looking
around at the bare walls, I realized the classroom contained bodies and desks, but no supplies-no books, no
paper, no pencils. Their frowns and scowls told me to forget about "happy looking" children ready to dive into
learning. Tyrone, the ringleader of the 26 third graders, informed me that he couldn't read and didn't care to
learn how. The rest of the third graders nodded in agreement. I couldn't tell if they were agreeing with Tyrone
or felt they were in the same predicament as he was. The nine second graders informed me that they were
smart and that they didn't know why they were in the same room as the trouble-making third graders. So
much for the collaborative spirit being present!
A shadow appeared at the door. A lumbering 6 th grader delivered my classroom supplies-12 tablets and 9
pencils. I really needed the miracle of the loaves and fishes at that point! I thought I might find some extra
pencils and looseleaf notebooks in my desk drawer. I opened the top drawer to see two beady eyes staring me
down. These eyes were attached to a tail, and when I screamed, the little rodent raced across my hand and out
of the room. I stood on top of my desk, crying and terrified. So much for professionalism and decorum!
A hush came over the room. Several of the boys assured me that it was okay and they wouldn't let anything
harm me. I could come down and join them on the floor. I was their teacher, and they would protect me. I
think it was at that moment that my fear left me. I looked at the faces of my new class and decided right then
and there that I would do whatever it took to make this class into a family. We took some time to talk about
things that scared us. It turned out that many of these students were just plain scared of school-scared
because they didn't have the skills necessary to survive in a world of readers. They didn't use those exact
words, but I didn't have to be a rocket scientist to figure it out. I remember assuring the children and telling
them that it was natural to be scared; we all had those feelings. I struck a deal with them-if they could help
me overcome my fear of mice, I'd help them overcome their inability to read. We would learn from each other
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and have fun doing it. They teased me about the mouse throughout the year, but I didn't care. I took it in
stride and smiled. It helped me remember why I became a teacher in the first place.
During that school year, we laughed often, we learned a lot, and we grew to love and respect each other. That
was my first class, the beginning of a long line of children who tugged at my heartstrings! My love affair with
teaching lasted 33.5 years in this urban district, until I retired last year. I now try to share my passion for
learning in other ways. I cannot see my world without children and learning in it!
Kathy Operhall
Taylor, MI

Past Meets Future
It is September 1972. I scan my first classroom. It accommodates 20 desks comfortably and I have about 20
copies of each textbook for the 32 students who will soon arrive. Pencils are sharpened, books are displayed,
and bulletin boards are ready. On the blackboard, my name is printed in perfect block letters next to a carefully drawn smiley face.

I walk the short distance down the hallway to the gymnasium. Some teachers have arrived early and are
chatting next to a coffee urn. I can hardly wait to meet my first professional colleagues. First impressions are
so important! I want them to first perceive me as competent, articulate, organized, smart, and mature. I throw
back my shoulders, paste on a smile, calm my nervous stomach, and walk confidently to join them. I extend
my hand to each one and introduce myself in as clear and confident a voice as I can muster, "Hi! I'm Pat
Daniels, the new fourth-grade teacher."

Teacher. The word is music to my ears. I am finally a teacher!
They respond with predictable and courteous questions. "Where are you from?" "Where did you get your
degree?" "Are you finding everything you need to get started?" The other fourth-grade teacher assures me,
"We're a little crowded and supplies are limited this year. But they're building a new school for next year.
We'll have lots of space, and open walls .... "
Then, I hear a man's voice behind me. "Patricia? Patricia Gallant? Is that you?"
Who at this school could know me by my maiden name? And only people from my hometown call me "Patricia"
instead of "Pat". I turn around to see a short, stocky man with a crew cut walking briskly toward me. Oh, my!
Could it be? Yes, it's Mr. Mumley, my seventh-grade science teacher. What's he doing here? He hugs me and
explains that he recently moved to this area and is a new teacher for this district, too.
I feign a smile as my thoughts flash quickly to seventh grade. Mr. Mumley was at the heart of my most embarrassing moment. He intercepted a pouch of notes that I had passed with my best friend: notes that revealed
what I noticed about boys and petty gossip about certain girls; notes bearing my innermost adolescent emotions. He was the only teacher who ever called my mother to discuss my misbehavior.
My stomach churns. My face reddens. My palms sweat. My shoulders begin to droop. For at least a few
moments, I feel 12 years old again and I worry, "Will he tell on me?"
Dr. Patricia Gallant
Lake Orion, MI
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Stranger in a Strange Place
In 1972, with my Utah teaching credentials in hand, I arrived at the school district administrative offices
in Camden, South Carolina. I had stopped for breakfast at the local cafe, and realized that the local patrons
seemed to be speaking a foreign language. The first words out of my mouth convinced them that I might be a
21-year-old "damn Yankee." For the first time in my life I was seen as an unwanted outsider.
The superintendent's receptionist, however, was the model of Southern gentility. I began to feel like I might
.be a success after all. She ushered me into the office of the superintendent, who knew Utah had not participated in the Civil War, and I was given my teaching assignment, a country one-room schoolhouse.
My combined grade school and junior high class consisted of seven students so I thought I was prepared for
this assignment. I realized, however, that my former Rocky Mountain ranching community home was an
entirely different world from a one-room schoolhouse on stilts at the edge of the swamp. My active imagination had snakes and alligators lurking in swamp grasses under the building and students materializing out of
the mist of the black bayou, speaking in a language I could not understand.
Thankfully, the superintendent also realized the perilous scenario of students and teacher not able to communicate. (This was before ELL.) I was reassigned as a special education aide in the city elementary school.
The building had beautiful wooden floors, marred only by the bolts securing the wood and wrought iron desks
to the floor in straight rows, with smaller desks in the front and taller desks in the back. The teacher in the
self-contained classroom was young, knowledgeable, professional, and willing to translate for a "foreign" coworker. Even though the city still had a black main street running parallel to the white main street, our class
was a "desegregated" mixture of kindergarten through sixth grade students. I learned a great deal that first
year about prejudice and cultures.
Colleen Kazor
Oxford, MI

Learning from Laura
In my first teaching position, I was elated and scared simultaneously. I was 22 years old and fresh out of
college. My position was with an all day state-funded early childhood program for children living in poverty
in rural Maryland in 1973. Most of the children's parents worked as tenant farmers. My school was located in
the middle of nowhere and miles from any town, with tobacco fields on 3 sides of the building. My class of 25
3- and 4-year-olds was predominantly African-American and a few Caucasian children. This story is an honest
recollection of one of those memorable first experiences.
Laura (pseudonym) was a sweet Caucasian and the only child of a family that lived near the school. She
was undoubtedly the biggest test that a new teacher could face. At least for me she was. She would enter
my room quietly each morning, firmly attached to her mother's arm, and all would be fine until her mother
tried to leave. WAAAHHHH, WAAAHHH, WAAAHHHH were her wails, pitched at the top of her lungs as
she screamed for her mother. Her mother refused to let her ride the bus or to leave her at the entrance to the
school; so every morning, day after day, Laura spent the morning wailing at the top of her lungs. It nearly
drove me to distraction. At first it bothered the other children, but soon they simply ignored her. Nothing
helped. The wails would continue for the better part of the morning each day.
I felt for the child, but no amount of comforting, consoling, distracting, or ignoring worked. Finally, on about
the 20 th day of school, in a moment of first year teaching brilliance, I turned on the tape recorder and recorded
her screams. Then I played it back to her. Laura never cried again. Bless that tape recorder!
I will never forget those wonderful children and all that they taught me about teaching, about life and about
accepting children where they are when they enter your room.
Dr. Joyce Wiencek
Lake Orion, MI
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My First Day of Teaching
I was so excited about my first teaching job that I had trouble sleeping the night before the first day of school.
The school was located in an urban setting and housed a preschool and kindergarten program. It was 1977.
I was 24 years old and had worked extensively as a para-pro in a public school district while completing a
teacher education program. I was ready. The room was set, bulletin boards were up, and the first activities
were prepared. I needed the children to complete the picture.
They arrived and the day began. Around 10:00, I began to notice that one boy seemed to be having trouble
adjusting to his first day of school. He wandered around and couldn't find things to do, so I guided him to various activities. When it was time to go outside for recess, he had trouble managing the equipment. He stood
near me instead of playing. It was clear that something was wrong.
After lunch, he went with the other children to the book area to look at picture books while the group got
ready for afternoon activities. I noticed that he held books about one inch from his nose and shifted the book
around as he looked at the pictures. I realized then that he had a significant visual problem. Why didn't
someone tell me? I called his mother, and she told me the story about his birth. He was blind, but had limited
vision of light and dark, some colors, and shadows as they moved. When I asked about a special program for
visually impaired children, she said she didn't want him labeled and wanted to try him out in regular school
to see if his eyes got better with school experiences.
I didn't feel prepared to help this child. I also didn't want him to miss a year of learning opportunities. I felt
the fear and pain of the mother. I didn't know it then, but my journey into the world of special education had
just begun.
Dr. Beverly Schumer
Highland, MI

First Hour Study Hall
In August of 1991 I began my career in Maricopa, Arizona, a rural school district with three school buildings
all sitting on one desolate plot of land in the desert. Two competing bars with crowded parking lots and a rundown grocery store were all that stood out when driving on the highway through town. On my way to school
that first morning, I saw a herd of wild horses on the Indian reservation running free. The cloud of dust and
the mass movement of so many bodies packed together is a powerful image that I will never forget.
I was 25 years old and as nervous as I have ever been. I had not enjoyed substituting and failed miserably
at my attempt to teach freshman English to a summer school class, leaving me with little confidence. I had
learned at district in-services that some people were upset that I had been chosen for my position. I was
convinced that the only reason I got the job was because I agreed to coach softball, run National Junior Honor
Society, and produce plays with a drama club. The fact that I was fresh out of college and thus cost the district
the bare minimum was the other factor to which I attributed my newfound employment.
I was hired to be the middle school reading teacher. First hour was study hall. Classes began at 8:00 a.m. and
I watched the clock and waited for 8:50 a.m. like a 4-year-old in a timeout. I began my first day that year in
the same way I began every day for the rest of the year: trying to figure out how to keep 35 seventh graders
under control for 50 minutes when they had nothing to do. My management technique has always boiled down
to keeping students actively engaged in learning. With no lessons to teach, my lack of preparation for classroom management was glaring. First hour study hall in my first year of teaching remains a ghost in my mind.
Dr. Deborah Smith
University Center, MI
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Finding the Way
I was feeling hopelessly lost because my mentor teacher went to the hospital just before school started. It
was 1997, and I faced an urban classroom of 40 drug addicts and students on release time from prison. Some
had failed algebra as many as three times. I attempted to engage the students in friendly conversation and
have a team-building activity on the first day. The students began with comments such as, ''You don't know
what you're doing, do you?" and things went downhill from there. I suppose they were expecting a list of rules
instead. No one had told me, and the mentor teacher was in the hospital.
By the end of sixth hour, I walked into the teachers' lounge and never wanted to leave it again. My mother,
an elementary teacher, stepped in and helped me. I engaged the students in unusual activities and ended the
year with record passing rates.
Stephen Hall
Flint, MI

Mistaken Identity
In 1999, I was 23 years old, teaching juniors in an upper-middle class, small, rural high school. I was well
aware of the fact that I barely looked older than some of my students. However, that quickly became a difficulty!
As students began to make their way into the building, I stood nervously outside my classroom door and
greeted the anxious freshman who had lockers down my hallway. Suddenly, a group ofloud, obnoxious seniors
bombarded the freshman hallway. One girl walked up to me with a garbage bag and told me to put it on. I was
so startled that I did not speak right away. I was thinking, "Where in the hell in the principal?" I finally found
the words and told the girl I would absolutely not wear a trash bag!
She softened a little and replied, "It is just a fun tradition; the freshmen always do it!" Freshmen! Did I hear
her right! She thought I was a freshman! I knew I looked young, but I had no idea that students would mistake me for a freshman.
Well, luckily for me, I did not have to respond. Her friend figured out what was happening and informed her
that I was one of the new teachers. The embarrassed girls quickly left.
As I glanced at the real freshmen in the hallway, some of them in garbage bags, I realized the power and
authority that comes with being a teacher. Sometimes a teacher doesn't even need words; just a look or presence can send a message. That is why it is so important for a teacher to carry herself with confidence. So, I
bravely walked over to the freshmen who had been ambushed and helped them out of their garbage bags. And
so began my career as a teacher.
Amy Kolb
Frankenmuth, MI
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